Accessibility to primary health care centers: experience and evaluation of an appointment system program.
Appropriate access to health care is one of the components of Primary Health Care (PHC) and it can be a good quality indicator. We present in this paper the results of 1 year of follow-up of an appointment system applied in 29 PHC centers in the Balearic Islands, Spain; the program was set up by the National Institute of Health. Telephonic appointment proportion increased from the first weeks, stabilizing at about 70%. The number of calls that it is necessary to make in order to get an appointment at peak time is now 1.5 and only 1 throughout the rest of the day. To determine changes in the waiting time and visit time, and the user opinion of the system, an enquiry was made to a sample of patients 1 month before, and 1 month, 6 months and 1 year after the program started. The waiting time is now less than 15 min for most of the people interviewed, in contrast with the previous situation when the waiting time was more than 30 min. The visit time is longer now and more than two thirds of the people think that care is better or much better than prior to the start of the program. These results have been verified in the waiting room (11.2 min mean waiting time and 7.2 min mean visit time). We conclude that we have achieved the goals of the appointment system program in all the centers covered by our department.